Places of sustainability in cities: an outdoor-teaching approach by Odermatt, A & Brundiers, K
University of Zurich
Zurich Open Repository and Archive
Winterthurerstr. 190
CH-8057 Zurich
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Year: 2007
Places of sustainability in cities: an outdoor-teaching approach
Odermatt, A; Brundiers, K
Odermatt, A; Brundiers, K (2007). Places of sustainability in cities: an outdoor-teaching approach. In: Reinfried, S
[et al.]. Geographical views on education for sustainable development: proceedings Lucerne-Symposium,
Switzerland July 29-31, 2007. Nürnberg, DE, 40-46.
Postprint available at:
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Posted at the Zurich Open Repository and Archive, University of Zurich.
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Originally published at:
Reinfried, S [et al.] 2007. Geographical views on education for sustainable development: proceedings
Lucerne-Symposium, Switzerland July 29-31, 2007. Nürnberg, DE, 40-46.
Odermatt, A; Brundiers, K (2007). Places of sustainability in cities: an outdoor-teaching approach. In: Reinfried, S
[et al.]. Geographical views on education for sustainable development: proceedings Lucerne-Symposium,
Switzerland July 29-31, 2007. Nürnberg, DE, 40-46.
Postprint available at:
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Posted at the Zurich Open Repository and Archive, University of Zurich.
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Originally published at:
Reinfried, S [et al.] 2007. Geographical views on education for sustainable development: proceedings
Lucerne-Symposium, Switzerland July 29-31, 2007. Nürnberg, DE, 40-46.
Places of sustainability in cities: an outdoor-teaching approach
Abstract
In this paper, we suggest a didactic approach to outdoor-teaching on sustainable urban devel- opment
both in a conceptual and practical way. Due to best-practice examples sustainable urban development is
presented in its real manifestations as contribution to a transition proc- ess of a city. These best-practice
examples are selected according to an actor- and action- oriented approach. Actors of sustainable urban
development are private companies, public administration, NGOs or neighborhood associations. Their
projects provide a wide range of alternative sustainable urban products, activities or services such as
car-sharing, a sustainably managed hotel or revitalized urban creeks. By using different methods
students will try to define and assess the sustainability of these places. Finally, the students will present
their evaluation of sustainable places to their colleagues during an excursion. With this approach,
students will get a better understanding of the practical implications of sustainable urban development as
well as an insight into how local projects are embedded within global processes. This approach exceeds
the normative discourse of sustainable devel- opment due to the actor- and action-oriented framework
within the concept of transdiscipli- narity. The approach encourages students to engage in the societal
project of sustainable development by presenting best-practices of services, products or activities aiming
at a sus- tainable urban lifestyle.
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In this paper, we suggest a didactic approach to outdoor-teaching on sustainable urban devel-
opment both in a conceptual and practical way. Due to best-practice examples sustainable 
urban development is presented in its real manifestations as contribution to a transition proc-
ess of a city. These best-practice examples are selected according to an actor- and action-
oriented approach. Actors of sustainable urban development are private companies, public 
administration, NGOs or neighborhood associations. Their projects provide a wide range of 
alternative sustainable urban products, activities or services such as car-sharing, a sustainably 
managed hotel or revitalized urban creeks. By using different methods students will try to 
define and assess the sustainability of these places. Finally, the students will present their 
evaluation of sustainable places to their colleagues during an excursion. 
With this approach, students will get a better understanding of the practical implications of 
sustainable urban development as well as an insight into how local projects are embedded 
within global processes. This approach exceeds the normative discourse of sustainable devel-
opment due to the actor- and action-oriented framework within the concept of transdiscipli-
narity. The approach encourages students to engage in the societal project of sustainable 
development by presenting best-practices of services, products or activities aiming at a sus-
tainable urban lifestyle. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (UNESCO 2007) is currently in 
its third year. The UN Decade aims at promoting education as an essential foundation for a 
sustainable society. This implies that the guiding principles of sustainable development must 
be integrated within all stages of the educational system.  
Among the four key education action areas of the UN Decade, we focus and elaborate on the 
following two points (cf. EDK 2007, 11):  
• The reorientation of existing educational programs towards an education for sustainable 
development in terms of a holistic, interdisciplinary approach: The promotion of knowl-
edge, abilities, lifestyles and values is key to fostering a sustainable development. Impor-
tant topics are, among others, sustainable production and consumption, gender equality, 
intercultural understanding and environmental protection. 
• The development of a common awareness and understanding of sustainability in society: 
A deeper understanding of the coherence among the three key dimensions enabling sus-
tainable development should be established, thus enabling individuals to assume respon-
sibility for a sustainable development. 
An implementation of these principles requires an integration of an education for sustainabil-
ity into the formal educational system. In particular, it needs to be embedded in obligatory 
schooling, academia (teacher-training in particular) and apprenticeships. This can only be 
achieved by concrete projects that intervene in, and are based on, the daily life of the majority 
of the population. The key question to be addressed is: How can lifestyle choices and con-
sumption patterns be made more sustainable and thus have less negative impacts? Since the 
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majority of today's population lives in cities, it seems obvious to address sustainable actions 
in an urban context. The teaching proposal presented in this paper is derived from the project 
on "sustainable city tours"; a project originally launched by "seed sustainability". "seed 
sustainability" initiates and coordinates trans- and interdisciplinary research projects in the 
area of sustainable development. The platform is an initiative of ETHsustainability, the centre 
for sustainability at the ETH Zurich. The implementation we present here was conducted as a 
collaboration of "seed sustainability", the Geographical Institute of the University of Zurich 
and the University of Teacher Training of Zurich. Practice partners from economy, admini-
stration, politics and the civil society were engaged as experts. 
 
2. Sustainability and the City 
 
Due to the ongoing global urbanization, cities as spaces for living, economy, culture and 
nature increasingly become a focal point for the concept of sustainability (Obrist 2005, 24). 
However, the reality in cities is not as attractive and promising as the drivers that cause urban 
growth. Cities are equally the place of economic growth and of increasing socio-economic 
disparities. They are places of social and cultural diversity as well as of disintegration proc-
esses. Cities reflect technological progress as well as the ecological impacts of an unbalanced 
development. Thus, the concept of sustainable development ought to be applied with special 
reference to cities. 
The term "sustainable city" was developed around 1990 (Hugentobler et al 1998, 11). One of 
the difficulties the numerous projects launched since then is that sustainable development in a 
complex urban context needs to be understood and implemented in an integral fashion. “City” 
means much more than simple architectural structures and should be planned according to the 
three key dimensions of sustainable development. Cities are not only the physical environ-
ment of inhabitants, but also social and political constructs. Hence, cities are often areas of 
conflicts, but also serve as a platform for collective problem-solving providing sustainable 
urban ways of life (Thorins 2002, 211). Cities consist of manifold social systems that build a 
global network based on relationships in the production and consumption sectors. With focus 
on the metropolitan areas in the third world, UN-Habitat defines the aims of a sustainable 
urban policy as follows (cit. in Obrist 2005, 24): 
"Cities must balance the social, economic and environmental needs of present 
and future generations. This should include a clear commitment to urban pov-
erty reduction. Leaders for all sections of urban society must have a long-term, 
strategic vision of sustainable human development and the ability to reconcile 
divergent interests for the common good." 
The establishment of the "Local Agenda 21" in 1992 enabled the application of projects on a 
local level that meet global demands for sustainability (Klotz 2002, 2). The "Local Agenda 
21" is based on a bottom-up approach that emphasizes initiatives of local groups and non-
governmental organizations. This way, civil society is included as a central actor, alongside 
the public authorities and the corporate sector. Since 1992, thousands of communities all 
around the world have initiated "Local Agenda 21" processes. Zurich has also been part of 
this movement since early on. From 1998-2004 the city of Zurich conducted a competition 
under the heading of "Sustainable Zurich", as a "Local Agenda 21" project (Stadt Zürich 
2005). Two contributions to this competition have been integrated in our teaching proposal. 
 
3. Teaching Proposal for Outdoor-teaching 
 
3.1 Methodical Approach 
 
Several authors (e.g. Vielhaber 2006) state an overall failure to incorporate sustainable actions 
or ideas for a sustainable development of cities into education. Jekel & Rattensberger (2007) 
claim that this is mainly due to the fact that the normative concept of sustainability is an 
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unwieldy learning objective without any obvious benefit for individuals. Furthermore, they 
also put the blame on the adopted teaching methods. Thereby a linear correlation between 
cause and effect is often assumed. The assumption is that by providing sufficient information 
a sustainable way of life would automatically emerge, due to the personal concern for envi-
ronmental problems. However, Jekel & Rattenberger (2007) could prove that this assumption 
does not withstand empirical testing. In fact students are known to experience a severe feeling 
of powerlessness leading to the conclusion that they as single individuals anyway cannot 
make a difference. Furthermore, sustainable development cannot simply be introduced as a 
theoretical subject in the classroom. The credo of the British Department of Education and 
Skills (2007) sums up the goal of sustainable education concisely: 
"Our students won't just be told about sustainable development, they will see 
and work within it: a living, learning, place in which to explore what a sustain-
able lifestyle means."  
Based on these considerations, it seems appropriate to consider alternative ways of imple-
menting an education on sustainable development in class. We suggest approaching the sub-
ject by comprising the student's everyday life and lifestyle and identifying possibilities to live 
sustainability in a concrete, yet pleasurable, manner. We are convinced that only in this way a 
learning effect can be achieved that actually results in responsible actions. Relying on the 
concept of transdisciplinary research as joint learning between science and society, our ap-
proach presents sustainable urban development as more than merely an issue of complex 
academic discourse. 
We have conceived our teaching proposal as an exploratory self-learning exercise (“Lernauf-
gabe”) (cf. Reinfried 2006, Gasser 2003). The important methodological-didactic characteris-
tic of such a learning exercise consists of an independent and active examination of a problem 
by the students. The following criteria are regarded as attributes of a self-learning exercise: 
• Given problem situation 
• Detailed objectives to be achieved 
• Supply of necessary information and assistance 
• Indication on the amount of time available 
• Written preparation, enabling exploratory learning 
• Problem examination occurs without any assistance by the teacher. Guidance solely re-
sults from hints, learning aids or specific working techniques 
• Integration in a transparent context 
• Individual, partner or group work 
• Compliance with mastery check criteria 
The following presented self-learning exercise reflects the above mentioned properties and 
was created as well as put to the test during a project week for students in teacher-training. 
 
3.2 Teaching Proposal 
 
Based on the fundamental idea of the "Local Agenda 21", we included various projects from 
different actors as examples of initiatives towards a sustainable urban development as the core 
of the teaching proposal. This allows capturing, assessing and communicating the sustainabil-
ity of a city, as well as the issue of "sustainability fallows", specifically for each target group. 
Thereby, places of sustainability should not solely present one-dimensional success stories of 
sustainable urban development. So called "sustainability fallows", places where the full poten-
tial of sustainable development hasn't been fully realized yet, as well as conflicts of aims and 
costs should also be addressed. The geographical reach of the project is another important 
issue. The concept of sustainable city tours refers to the structure and action theory by Gid-
dens and Werlen respectively (cf. Werlen 2000 for a short overview), since daily actions 
constantly reproduce a city's framework. This means that local actions in a global context are 
also an important factor for sustainable development. Based on this action-orientated didactic 
concept (Kyburz 2006), we focus on the activity of producers and suppliers of goods and 
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services as well as on operators of urban infrastructures. On the other hand, we concentrate on 
the consumers of these products and their lifestyles. 
Central objective of the project week is an excursion to places of sustainability and the as-
sessment of these places according to an integrative perspective. The excursion substantiates 
and visualizes what urban sustainable development means: 
• Society: Cities are constantly challenged to meet the highly differentiated requirements 
with regard to living and living environments of locals and migrants, young and old, men 
and women, families and individuals alike. The places visited on the city tour indicate 
possible opportunities for living together and dealing with conflicts. 
• Environment: What significance do energy-efficiency, resource-savings in construction 
and air and noise protection have for a city? What is the natural habitat and which eco-
logical niches exist? The places of sustainability show structural potential and scope for 
the natural and urban environment. 
• Economy: Sustainability pays off – for your daily quality of life as well as your wallet. 
An ecological and social economy strengthens and improves the city's image. The stops 
on the tour through the city present innovative and successful contributions on how to 
manage economic challenges. 
 
3.2.1 Preparation 
 
The project week involved extensive preparatory work for the course management. Firstly, 
the stops of the city tour to be processed, evaluated and visited by the students, had to be 
selected meticulously. For the assessment, a matrix based on the "need field approach" 
(Mogalle 2000) was provided. The matrix consists of two parts: the daily activity areas (liv-
ing, employment/education, recreation, mobility, supply/consumption and communication) 
and the relevant actors (public authorities, the private sector, and actors in civil society such 
as NGOs and associations). The selection of adequate places should cover numerous possible 
combinations. 
The selection included two award-winning projects from the above-mentioned competition. 
One project was launched by residents of a certain district and aimed at restructuring a public 
square (Gemeindeplatz Hottingen); the second project was a solar power plant operated by 
local residents (Solarkraftwerk Schwamendingen). Two stops on the city tour were dedicated 
to sustainable construction and living. One was located in a residential area built in the 1990s 
(Brahmshof), another one in the neighborhood "Das Dreieick" which was redeveloped by a 
cooperative. Initiatives of public authorities were addressed with the examples of the program 
for the revitalization of urban creeks and "Nature around the Schoolhouse". For the area of 
consumption and employment, a large wholesaler (Migros) and a hotel for women (Lady's 
First), additionally contemplated as an employment integration project, were selected. In the 
area of mobility, a car-sharing provider (Mobility) was chosen as an example of hybrid mobil-
ity, and a busy transit road (Weststrasse) was examined with regard to its underutilized 
sustainability potential. Finally, an NGO from the field of development cooperation (Helve-
tas) was determined as a place of sustainability. Several of the selected stops can be consid-
ered as examples of best-practice. However, some also indicate the present manifold conflicts 
of aims and untapped sustainability potentials. 
Secondly, for each stop a reader with information material was put together and an expert 
from practice was contacted and an appointment arranged. The expert’s role is to act as a 
resource person, available to students for interviews and thereby offering expert advice and 
assistance for the sustainability assessment. Further criteria for selecting adequate locations 
were: easy access (time-wise and for handicapped) and an even distribution over the entire 
city. 
Thirdly, for the assessment of each location an evaluation form was created, based on the 
guidelines for evaluating sustainability from the Federal Office for Spatial Development 
(ARE). Final result of all the preparations was a highly structured handout containing the 
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assignment, guidance and a template for presenting and assessing the different locations on 
the city tour. 
 
3.2.1 Implementation 
 
The self-learning exercise was conducted as a project week in February 2007 with 26 students 
from the University of Teacher Training of Zurich in the subject of geography. On the first 
day of the project week, an introduction to the concept of sustainability in general and on the 
focus of the urban area was given. With a short exercise the problem of evaluating sustain-
ability was explored. In the afternoon, a field-excursion with experts was conducted to illus-
trate the implementation of the sustainability concept in the energy sector. After an introduc-
tion to the basic didactic methods of the excursion and the assignment, the students worked in 
pairs to develop a single tour stop location. This work consisted of reviewing the reader, 
conducting an interview, making observations and on-site investigations as well as desk re-
search on the Internet. Thus, the students were given plenty of opportunities for independent 
work. A feedback with the instructors improved the learning effect in the preparation stage. 
One and a half days were dedicated to the presentation of the results in the form of an excur-
sion. The students proved to be competent speakers and presented the entire range of stops on 
the city tour to each other. Consequently, the individual learning results on the key dimen-
sions of sustainability for the different projects could be transferred into a collective learning 
process by comparing the results (cf. Gasser 2003, 174). The resulting outcome was subse-
quently collected by the instructors and put together in a compendium, containing the self-
learning exercise with all documents as well as the work of the students on each location. This 
document is available on www.seedbox.ch. 
 
3.2.2 Learning Effect 
 
The students got to know the fundamental concept of sustainability, its significance for urban 
areas as well as the evaluation process of projects and institutions. Since all three key dimen-
sions of sustainability were assessed, and especially the otherwise rather neglected social and 
economic dimensions were highlighted, the true complexity of sustainability could be pre-
sented. The importance of the geographical reach, in the sense of local, regional and global 
relations, was recognized as a key factor for the assessment process. Sustainability was expe-
rienced as an action alternative for a future-orientated society. Although the situation was 
evaluated in its present manifestations, the history of development was introduced thanks to 
the expert interviews. An insight into the participative process was thereby enabled, with all 
its obstacles and success factors. Sustainability does not simply exist as a ready-made solution 
that only needs to be acquired and implemented. It is a dynamic result of an intensive and 
persisting negotiation process. By experiencing successful and simple projects on a local level 
yet with a global reference, one's own imitative can be encouraged and the feeling of power-
lessness and capitulation can be lessened. Likewise, some places of sustainability identified 
possibilities of achievable sustainable urban lifestyles. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
The presented outdoor-teaching approach, allows students to experience sustainability as a 
practical model for a sustainable society, and not as the proclamation of an academic con-
struct. By offering this process-orientated perspective, concrete options for future actions are 
presented as cornerstones of an education for sustainable development. Effects are numerous, 
ranging from changing one's own consumer behavior to launching own sustainability projects. 
The teaching proposal can be adapted according to the levels of education as well as in the 
number of places visited on the city tour. Additionally, a place of sustainability can be inte-
grated into other topics and teaching approaches. For example, the location presenting the 
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revitalization of urban creeks can be employed in a learning unit on water. The work assign-
ment should be designed in such a manner that any amount of further projects, institutions and 
urban areas can be assessed with regard to their sustainability. From the teacher's point of 
view, a large amount of initial preparation work is necessary, if the assignment is to be done 
in a short period of time and should yield substantial results. On the other hand, the evaluation 
of the project work showed that the students considered the learning effect and the insight into 
practical sustainability as highly beneficial. Thus during the project week, the students could 
reflect on the complexity of sustainable development with all its conflicts of aims and acquire 
competence for the active participation in shaping the future. 
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